The Cambridge History inherits and develops these generous aspirations, heroically attempting to refine bibliographical inclusiveness into thematised narrative.
The difficulties of the task, and the magnificence of the achievement, should not be underestimated. Making this history has involved making peace in many directions.
Apart from the usual scholarly and critical debates about provenance, influence and value, Irish literary history, like Irish history generally, has often been an ideological battlefield, with 'Irish Irish' perceptions at daggers-drawn with more 'Anglo-Irish' constructions of the tradition. 'History'and 'Theory' have sometimes intruded awkwardly and controversially on what were once regarded as unsullied new-critical textual domains. To be effective, Irish literary historians need not just to be on speaking terms with each other but to be good travellers and good correspondents as the published and unpublished materials and the available expertise are widely scattered. There are considerable linguistic and textual challenges to be negotiated in the earliest writings. Ireland's difficult and excited political history and the constant fragmentation of its communities of writers makes it easier to write notes than narrative, to demonstrate discontinuity rather than continuity.
Despite all this, to our great benefit, expert and (usually) tactful contributors from both sides of the Atlantic, drawing on some of the best recent scholarhip and criticism, have lucidly surveyed fifteen centuries of Irish literary tradition in its major languages, Latin, Irish and English. Early medieval Irish writing in Norman French is also briefly discussed, as is eighteenth-and nineteenth-century writing in Ulster Scots forgive the English before they forgive the Vikings). But the term 'saga', borrowed from Old Norse, is almost absent-mindedly used to describe Irish-language narratives:
at least some of these may owe a greater formal debt to Scandinavia than is usually acknowledged.
The first, and slightly larger, volume, dealing with material before 1890, is in some ways the more useful because it addresses a long-standing chronological imbalance, and information gap, in Irish literary studies. Indeed nine of its fifteen chapters engage with writing before 1800. The second volume takes us up to the present of Paul Muldoon and Colm Tóibín, with a helpful chapter by Kevin Rockett on 'Cinema and Irish literature'. Taken as a whole, the work represents a stimulus as well as a resource for which every student of literature must be enduringly grateful. worthy Sir James Ware is quite misleadingly described as a 'publisher' in the index which omits the reference to the passage where he is more helpfully described as an 'antiquarian' (I, p.214). There is a useful ten-page Chronology in each volume but specifically literary events (apart from Nobel Prizes for Literature) tend not to be mentioned, so the detailed interplay between literature and history is not immediately apparent.
Despite its best endeavours, the work is not always quite as comprehensive as No one individual could possibly command the enormous range of literary material to be investigated, or live long enough to write it up, and the different interests and concerns of the thirty contributors necessarily and valuably reflect the complexity and diversity of the material, but that causes problems. It is in some ways a tribute to the complex significance of the cantankerous visionary poet and journalist Patrick Kavanagh that he appears in no fewer than four different chapters in the second volume, but this scattered treatment inhibits overall assessment.
Despite tactful editorial nudging and discreet cross-referencing larger themes and continuities are not always followed through. Thomas Kinsella's hurt, brooding perception of the 'gapped tradition' of Irish writing, a brilliantly suggestive half-truth, is mentioned only in passing, but it deserves to be discussed, and argued about, It is however a tribute to the Cambridge History that even if it is not fully comprehensive, even it does not always trace interesting continuities, it usually has the effect of encouraging readers to enquire further and make the connections for themselves. New insights and further scholarly research will develop from this rich and fertile source: it is bound to be a seminal work.
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